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DANTE'S 'GENTILE DONNA1' 

II 

In Convivio II, 13, Dante begins to expound the allegorical meaning 
of Voi che intendendo, and here we find another famous chronological 
indication. After saying that it was some time (' alquanto tempo') after 
the death of Beatrice that he undertook to read Boethius and the 
De Amicitia, the poet tells us that he found difficulty in understanding 
them, but, on persevering, his grief for the loss of his love ceased, 
as he began to appreciate the vast extent of the land of science 
into which he was with difficulty entering. In particular his mind 
became enamoured of Philosophy, of whom his books spoke so tenderly 
and reverently. He imagined her in the fashion of a 'donna gentile' 
who seemed to him ever full of pity. Then he began to frequent the 
schools of the religious orders and in 'picciol tempo, forse di trenta 
mesi' he became so well acquainted with the sweet nature of this lady 
'che '1 suo amore cacciava e distruggeva ogni altro pensiero.' It was 
then that he wrote the poem Voi che intendendo. 

The time when the love of Philosophy was in the act of driving 
away and destroying all other thoughts (notice the descriptive imperfects 
cacciava e distruggeva: not caccib e distrusse) corresponds to the time 
mentioned in Cobvivio II, 2, when the 'gentil donna' 'apparve prima- 
mente accompagnata d'Amore agli occhi miei, e prese alcun luogo nella 
mia mente,' when unable to bear silently the struggle which was already 
ending with the victory of the new thought, he directed his voice toward 
the place whence proceeded 'la vittoria del nuovo pensiero, che era 
vittoriosissimo' (that is toward the sphere of Venus) and began to say 
'Voi che intendendo ecc.'; hence it corresponds to the date given in 
that chapter: August 1293. 

The 'trenta mesi' which are said to have led up to this event are 
reckoned by Zingarelli from the time when Dante had already finished 

1 Continued from The Modern Language Review, vol. x, p. 149. 
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the study of Boethius and Cicero , but Barbi argues reasonably that 

they should be reckoned from the beginning of that introduction into 

Philosophy2. The question, however, does not seem to be of the first 

importance. Between the death of Beatrice (June 1290) and the date 
of Voi che intendendo, as deduced from Convivio II, 2 (August 1293), 
there was an interval of thirty-eight months. If we count the 'trenta 
mesi' from the end of the study of Boethius and Cicero, we must 

suppose that that study occupied about eight months less the 'alquanto 
tempo' immediately after the death of Beatrice. If, on the other hand, 
we count the 'trenta mesi' from the beginning of the reading of 
Boethius, we must suppose that the 'alquanto tempo' was a period 
of about eight months. I say 'about' because Dante says 'forse di 
trenta mesi.' 

Barbi has well said that the two chronological indications (in 
Convivio ii, 2, and II, 13) are neither parallel nor successive3. They are 
also different in kind. The first (Convivio II, 2) is an accurate date 
determined astronomically, and placed in the most important position 
at the beginning of the chapter. The second (Convivio II, 13) is a 

cursory estimate of time elapsed, which does not aim at accuracy, and 
yet, as we shall see, is quite truthful, so far as we can determine. Thirty 
months before August 1293 brings us to February 1291, so that Dante 
seems to mean that he began his philosophical studies in February of 
1291, or a little before or after. It naturally occurs to one that the 
'donna gentile' is represented in the Vita Nuova as appearing for the 
first time no earlier than June of 1291. Why this discrepancy, if so 

strong a term is allowable ? 
I see in this fact simply a proof of Dante's scrupulousness. He is 

speaking now no longer of his relations with the woman of flesh and 
blood, but giving us an account of his acquaintance with Philosophy. 
It would have been easy enough for him to say ventisei mesi instead of 
'forse di trenta mesi,' and so make this account tally exactly with that 
of the Vita Nuova, but, as a matter of fact, he had begun to study 
philosophy about four months before meeting the 'donna gentile.' And 

although by August of 1293 the 'donna gentile' had become to him 
identified with Philosophy, that could not alter the fact that she had 
not become Philosophy in his mind until then. 

The remainder of the passage, part of which I have just been 

discussing, has a peculiar interest. Immediately after the sentence 
1 Dante. Milano: F. Vallardi, p. 133. 2 Bull. d. St. Dant. It. xi, p. 11. 
3 Loc. cit. 
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Dante's ' Gentile Donna' 

containing the expression 'forse di trenta mesi,' occur the following 
words: 'Per che io, sentendomi levare dal pensiero del primo amore 
alla virtiu di questo, quasi meravigliandomi, apersi la bocca nel parlare 
della proposta Canzone, mostrando la mia condizione sotto figura d' altre 

cose; ....' By 'virtu di questo' is plainly meant the influence of the 
love of Philosophy, but what is meant by 'primo amore'? The answer 
one may expect, that these words refer to Dante's former love for 

Beatrice, is by no means satisfactory, for when we go on to the rest of 
the sentence we find that that interpretation will not altogether fit: 

'perb che de la donna di cu' io m' innamorava, non era degna rima di 

volgare alcuno palesemente poetarel, ne gli uditori erano tanto bene 

disposti, che avessero si di leggiere le fittizie parole apprese; ne sarebbe 
data loro fede a la sentenzia vera come a la fittizia, perb che di vero si 
credea del tutto che disposto fossi a quello amore, che non si credeva di 

questo.' Flamini interprets the words beginning 'ne gli uditori' as 

meaning: 'nor would my hearers be sufficiently prepared, intellectually, 
to understand such a fiction as would be Philosophy represented, after 
the example of Boethius, as an ancient and venerable matron whose 
head touched the skies, who carried in her hand a sceptre' and so on, 
and the fiction would be no better understood than the truth intended 
to be conveyed2. 

One cannot help admiring this acute conjecture, which takes into 
account the fact that the poet has but recently related how he was 
introduced into the study of philosophy by the reading of Boethius, 
and which throws an entirely new light on the sentence: 'ne sarebbe 
data loro fede a la sentenzia vera come a la fittizia' by understanding 
a second negative in the latter part of it. However, the doubly negative 
idea is by no means obvious; at least, it is not necessarily implied by 
the words. And since Dante has just told us that from the beginning 
he had imagined Philosophy 'fatta come una donna gentile'-which 
expression immediately suggests to us the 'donna gentile' of the Vita 
Nuova and the Convivio, young and beautiful,-it is difficult to suppose 
that he is now telling us that he had thought of representing her as a 

1 For this part of the text cf. Flamini, Le Opere Minori di D. A., vol. I. Livorno: 
Giusti, 1910, p. 141. 

2 Cf. ed. cit., p. 141, nn. 41-2 and 42-3: 'ne coloro che son soliti ascoltare le mie parole 
per rima (aventi a soggetto 1' amore verso una bella e giovine donna non imaginaria) erano 
nella buona disposizione intellettuale che sarebbe occorsa per intendere agevolmente...sl 
fatta finzione (della Filosofia rappresentata-come nel libro di Boezio-in figura d' una 
vecchia matrona veneranda, erigeute il capo fino al cielo, con lo scettro nella sinistra ecc.) 
...Ne sarebbero credute (le fittizie parole) quanto al loro significato di verita (cioe quanto 
all' amore del P. per la filosofii) cosi come non lo sarebbero quanto al fittizio (cioe quanto 
all' amore di lui per una figura fantastica quale s' 8 detto).' 
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venerable and gigantic person similar to Boethius' lady. And so, in 

spite of the respect which one naturally has for so valued an authority 
as is that of the editor, I am inclined to interpret the words of this 

passage in what seems to me a more obvious and less imaginative 
manner. 

Convinced as he was that Philosophy could not be worthily sung in 
the vulgar tongue 'palesemente' (that is without allegory), Dante tells 
us that he made up his mind to disguise his meaning, 'sotto figura 
d' altre cose,' well knowing that his readers were not capable of 

penetrating the hidden meaning of the figurative language ('fittizie 
parole'), and content that they should take his words (which spoke of 
a love for a young and beautiful woman) as literally true: a thing they 
were naturally disposed to do, since they knew his former character and 

writings. And I should accordingly paraphrase the words beginning 
'ne gli uditori ecc.' as follows: 'neither were my readers sufficiently 
prepared, intellectually, to understand so easily my figurative language; 
nor would they credit the true meaning as they would the figurative, 
for truly it was believed without question that I was disposed to that 
kind of love ('quello amore'), whereas it was not believed that I was 
disposed to this other kind ('questo ').' 

So, to return to my comment on this passage:-by 'questo amore' 
is again meant the new-found love for Philosophy; 'quello amore' no 
doubt has the same meaning as the 'primo amore' of the first part cf 
the passage. But if 'quello amore' means the love for Beatrice, how 
can the poet say that the readers' belief that he was disposed to that 
love would induce them to give credence to the literal meaning of 
Voi che intendendo ('sentenzia fittizia') which relates how Dante is 

abandoning the love of Beatrice for that of the 'donna gentile'? 
Clearly we must understand something else by 'primo amore' than 

merely the love for Beatrice. 
It is my belief that here in the allegorical exposition, the love for 

Beatrice, spoken of literally in the words of the poem, has, as might 
have been expected, taken on an allegorical significance. It signifies 
love of the well-understood kind between a man and a woman, the love 
felt by Dante the troubadour (to adopt an expression used by Rieger), a 
love which, no matter how noble and disinterested, is nevertheless very 
different from the new love for Philosophy-the love felt by Dante the 

philosopher. The readers could be counted on to understand his love 
for Beatrice and the 'donna gentile,' kndwing him as they did1, but 

1 All the more easily if the 'donna gentile' is ' Lisetta.' 
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they could not be expected to understand an altogether intellectual 

passion for Philosophy. 
But-it will be objected-Beatrice herself does not appear to have 

an allegorical meaning, even in the allegorical exposition'. True, she 
has not, and the reason is that she no longer has any place, in any sense, 
in this autobiographical account. As early as Convivio II, 9, Dante has 
said that he does not intend to speak any more in this book of Beatrice: 
'... sara bello terminare di quella viva Beatrice beata, della quale piu 
parlare in questo libro non intendo,' and he has carried out his intention. 
Here in II, 13, there is no mention of her, but only the necessary 
reference to the former account of how 'per me fu perduto il primo 
diletto della nia anima2,' and she is never even referred to again. There 
is much room for speculation as to whether Dante did not refrain from 

using Beatrice as a symbol here because he was reserving her for a more 

important part in another work, but at any rate the fact remains that 

'quella viva Beatrice beata' is now completely lost sight of. She has 
been put aside because the poet is no longer concerned with women and 
love of them. This commentary is being written long after the poem 
Voi che intendendo, and longer still after the Vita Nuova3. 

The expression 'primo amore' itself is extraordinary enough to 
attract attention, for Dante has never used it before either in the 
Vita Nuova or in this work. Throughout the Vita Nuova love is one 

thing, one person; there is no possibility of two loves. His love for 
Beatrice is the love ('Amore') who directs the poet's attentions to the 
'donne dello schermo'; who inspires all noble hearts; who is known to 
the ladies whom the poet addresses (' Donne che avete ecc.'), and when 
the 'donna gentile' appears, there is no question as to whether Dante 
shall yield to another love, but only whether this lady is 'accompagnata 
d' Amore' or not, and the new 'pensiero' argues: 'Tu vedi che questo 
e uno spiramento, che ne reca li desiri d' Amore innanzi.' Again, in 
the literal explanation of Voi che intendendo (Convivio II, 9) our author, 
anticipating the objection that 'Amore' cannot be in conflict with 
himself, takes pains to explain that love for the 'donna gentile' was 

1 Cf. Barbi in Bull. d. St. Dant. It. xII, pp. 206-7. 
2 He says' diletto' (not ' amore') because his love for Beatrice continued after the delight 

of her presence was gone, and he says 'diletto della mia anima' because his love for 
Beatrice had always been with the 'fedele consiglio de la ragione' (V. N. II), and she was 
also 'donna de la mia mente.' 

3 I think I need not discuss the date of the composition of the Convivio, for I consider 
it established that the whole work was composed at any rate after the banishment of the 
author, consequently at least eight years after the writing of Voi che intendendo: cf. 
Zingarelli, op. cit. pp. 390-1. 
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the same love for Beatrice, transferred by the heavenly intelligences 
from a person who was dead to one who was living. It is true that in 
Convivio II, 2 occurs the expression 'nuovo amore,' but since it has 
been said just before that the 'donna gentile' had at last appeared in 
the company of 'Amore,' that expression evidently means only what is 
also meant by the words: 'Oi anima pensosa,-questi e un spiritel novo 
d' amore,' in the sonnet Gentil pensero which deals with the same subject 
as this passage in the Convivio, that is 'nuovo amore' means only a 
fresh manifestation of 'amore.' This is the traditional 'Amore' who 
is for Dante the troubadour and all his contemporaries 'tanquam 
centrum circuli,' constant and indivisible. Dante the philosopher, who 
first begins to unveil himself in Convivio ii, 13, calls this love his 'primo 
amore,' and later in commenting on Amor che nella mente, when the 
secret is out, and all his readers know that the lady of whom he is 

singing is Philosophy, he calls his new love 'lo mio secondo amorel,' 
and still later, in Convivio III, 3, he undertakes a scientific classification 
of different kinds of love. 

When Dante wrote Voi che intendendo, no doubt the only allegory 
he intended was that the lady in the poem signified Philosophy, but by 
the time he was composing the prose of the Convivio, he had become 

thoroughly versed in the study of scholastic philosophy: he had had a 
vision of philosophical truth very different from the occasional glimpses 
of it which are reflected in the Vita Nuova, and, for that matter, 
different from the simple enthusiasm for Philosophy which appears in 
his first allegorical poem. He had become convinced that he had found 
the true way and the true love: this was his 'secondo amore' which 
was the 'amor' of the philosophers, a matter only remotely connected 
with sensuous love; it was not only love for Philosophy, it had become 

philosophic love2. He has refined his conception of love more and more, 
and is more and more bent on proving, for his own credit, his right to 
the title of 'Philosopher.' How far he has travelled since he was a 
'troubadour of love,' is emphasized significantly in the words: 'Onde 

1 Convivio I1, 1. It may be objected that these words occur in the literal explanation 
of Amor che nella mente, and it may be said that this fact robs them of any special 
significance. But I think not. Now that the allegorical meaning of Voi che intendendo 
has been explained, every reader of the Convivio shares with its author the knowledge that 
the lady is Philosophy, a knowledge which the reader of Convivio ii, 2, had not. Nothing 
more natural then, than that Dante, who could not anticipate the discussion to arise 
centuries later, should use the expression 'secondo amore,' which would have sounded 
strange in the literal explanation of Voi che intendendo, but which does not in any way 
introduce allegory into the literal interpretation of Amnor che nella mente. 

2 This is apparent in all the commentary on Amor che nella mente, even in the literal 
exposition, but especially in the allegorical which begins with chapter 11. 
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non si dee dicere Filosofo alcuno, che per alcuno diletto colla Sapienza 
in alcuna parte sia amico: siccome sono molti che si dilettano in dire 
Canzoni e di studiare in quelle, e che si dilettano studiare in Rettorica 
e in Musica, e 1' altre scienze fuggono e abbandonano, che sono tutte 
membra della Sapienza.' And perhaps it is the same attitude of mind 
which prompted the verses to Cino: 'Io mi credea del tutto esser 

partito-da queste vostre rime, Messer Cino,-che si conviene omai 
altro cammino-alla mia nave gia lungi dal lito.' It was this later, 
more mature conception of love that caused him to see in Voi che 
intendendo the additional allegory by which his former love for Beatrice 

represents ordinary sexual love, although of a noble kind, and his new 

passion philosophic 'amori.' 
This conception enabled him also to say truthfully in Convivio II, 2, 

that Beatrice still dwelt with his soul on earth ('in terra colla mia 

anima'), for the ordinary love for both the 'donna gentile' and Beatrice, 
had now long since passed away. 

Dante had always known that the allegory hidden beneath the 
letter of the great classical works of literature was far superior to the 

superficial meaning: that was common mediaeval information. But 
when he had absorbed the learning derived from years of philosophical 
studies, and had reached the mature point of view which is to be seen 
in the Convivio, how much more important must have seemed to him 
the philosophical allegory he was illustrating in some of his love-poems, 
than the pitiful little love-stories expressed by the letter, those words 
which now seemed only important because they were 'fittizie': that is 
because they symbolically represented philosophic truths2! 'Potri 
piacere o no quello che io penso,' says the future editor of the Convivio3, 
'che in qualche modo il Convivio rappresenti, nel concetto del Poeta, 
una seconda Vita Nuova, quella della Sapienza, contrapposta alla 

prima, di Beatrice; e che, come in questa tutto tende al punto 
decisivo dell' ispirazione delle nuove rime, in lode di Beatrice, cosl 
nel secondo trattato del Convivio il Poeta voglia dare un gran risalto 

1 His words in Convivio r, 13, betray a slight unconsoious anachronism, for there he 
speaks as if he had already conceived of his love for Philosophy as philosophic love at the 
time when he had composed the 'canzone': a thing unlikely. So, too, his allegorical 
interpretation of the heavens (Convivio xI, 14) is, no doubt, an afterthought. 

2 The definition of the adjective 'fittizio' in the dictionary of the Crusca (last edition) 
is as follows: 'Fatto, Composto, in modo, o Tale, da fingere o rappresentare il vero; 
Fatto ad arte. E per estensione: Non reale...,Contrario di Vero e di Genuino.' Notice 
that the meaning Non reale....Contrario di Vero ecc.' is only an extension of the first, the 
important meaning. 'What is 'fittizio,' then, may or may not be true in itself, and the 
literal meaning of a poem is not declared false when it is called 'fittizio.' 

3 Parodi in Bull. d. St. Dant. It. xm, p. 261. 
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al momento dell' ispirazione delle canzoni allegoriche, in lode della 

Sapienza.' 
And yet, although, in his later work, Dante's preoccupation was his 

'secondo amore,' the love for Philosophy, he nevertheless never denied 
the truth of the story of the 'donna gentile' in the Vita Nuova, but 
confirmed and completed it, as we have seen, refusing to detract in any 
way from that account. And no doubt it was his scrupulous honesty 
that influenced him in this, rather than the fact that it would have 
been difficult to deny facts known to so many of his Florentine 

contemporaries. But far removed, as he was now, from a passion for 

any living woman, and conscious of his own mental growth, he was 
anxious to defend himself against two misconceptions: first the miscon- 

ception that his earlier love poems had been the result of 'passione' 
without 'nobilta,' erotic expressions to be ashamed of, and secondly 
that he had been disloyal to the memory of Beatrice. To defend 
himself against the first, it was enough to demonstrate that 'virtu si 
e stata la movente cagione': the literal explanation of Vroi che 
intendendo, for example, was sufficient to show that his love for the 
'donna gentile' had been a worthy love, prompted by 'nobilissimo 
Amore,' and induced chiefly by the pitying attitude of the new lady. 
As to the second misconception, his defence was entrusted to the 

explanation of the allegory, which would show that the 'donna gentile' 
for whom he had deserted Beatrice was no mere woman, but to him no 
less a person than Philosophy: 'Dico che pensai che da molti retro da 

mle sarei stato ripreso di levezza d' animo, vedendo me essere dal primo 
amore mutato. Per che, a torre via questa riprensione, nullo migliore 
argomento era, che dire qual era quella Donna che m' avea mutato.' 

(Convivio III, 1.) And so he declares again and again, in the most 

positive language possible, with the manifest intention of carrying 
absolute conviction to his readers' minds, that the lady in question was 
and is, to him, Philosophy. In these emphatic declarations there is not 

only the intention of convincing his readers, but also an honest satis- 
faction at being able to say truthfully that the lady was Philosophy. 
It was not that it had just occurred to him to make an allegorical 
symbol of the 'donna gentile,' but he had thought of her as Philosophy 
years before, when he had written the poem he is now explaining. 

The allegorization of the 'donna gentile' begins with the 'canzone' 
Voi che intendendo, which is both literally and allegorically true. The 
reasons for accepting it as an expression of both literal and allegorical 
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truth have already been mentioned, and discussed as briefly as was 

possible, omitting, as was necessary, any historical sketch of the debate 
on these matters, which has been going on ever since the serious study 
of Dante's works began. It remains to examine, so far as we may, the 
state of mind which caused Dante to write in praise of the 'donna 

gentile' of the Vita Nuova, a poem in which she becomes the symbol 
of Philosophyl. Any conclusion, however, which may be drawn from 
such an investigation, must be largely conjectural. Two things are 
needed to make the conjecture acceptable: it must be in harmony with 
what information we have as to the poet's thoughts and feelings about 
the time when he wrote the poem, and it must destroy those apparent 
contradictions in Dante's words, which would otherwise remain, and 
which, nevertheless, are impossible. These are the merits which I claim 
for the conjecture I am about to propose. 

We have seen that Dante began to read Boethius probably in 1291, 
and probably about four months before he met the 'donna gentile' for 
the first time. But it was not until after about thirty months of 

reading and studying that he became enamoured of Philosophy, in 1293. 
Meanwhile the 'donna gentile' had been summarily rejected with a 
valiant effort of the will, and under the inspiration of a powerful revival 
of memories of Beatrice, which prompted the author to compose the 
Vita Nuova, and to continue his studies with the hope of making them 
serve the greater glory of Beatrice2. But the influence of the 'donna 

gentile' (Lisetta?) was not destroyed. The struggle in the poet's mind 

began again and continued, as we are told in Convivio II, 2, the thoughts 
of the new lady becoming more and more insistent because Dante saw 
her often ('Perocche 1' uno era soccorso dalla parte dinanzi continua- 
mente, ...E'l soccorso dinanzi ciascuno di crescea')s. In 1293, about 
a year after he had finished the Vita Nuova, the struggle had become 
almost unendurable. All this time he had been reading philosophy. 
He had, some months before, found comfort for the loss of Beatrice in 

1 Those who have hitherto undertaken to explain the allegorization of the 'donna 
gentile,' generally take the ground that it was the result of advanced philosophical study 
such as is witnessed to by the prose of the Convivio. They neglect the fact that the lady 
is already allegorized in Voi che intendendo written ten years before the Convivio, and only 
about a year after the Vita Nuova was finished, and that, consequently, the mental attitude 
of the poet must have been nearer that which produced the Vita Nuova than that which 
produced the Convivio. 

2 There is no objection to placing the composition of the Vita Nuova within the early 
period of philosophical studies. Does not Dante say in ? 42: 'E di venire a cib io studio 
quanto posso'? 

3 Scartazzini (Dante Handbuch, 1892, in, Kap. 2.) and Fornaciari: (Studi s8l Dante 
ecc. Milano, 1883. La Trilogia Dantesca) both held that Convivio n contains a continua- 
tion of the story in the Vita Nuova. 
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the 'Consolation of Philosophy'; he was ingenuously affected by the 

power of soothing all disappointments and regrets attributed to her by 
Cicero; he admired the majestic figure of Philosophy in Boethius, but 
he preferred to imagine her as youthful and beautiful, like the young 
and noble lady who was never long absent from his mind. He reflected 
that she too, like Philosophy, was full of pity. Her gentle, sad and 

sympathetic face haunted him. All that she desired, it seemed, was to 
be his comforter, and he had dismissed her somewhat hastily, believing 
that he ought to, and could, forget her. He had turned his back on 
her partly from a sense of duty, and partly because he doubted the 

sincerity and unselfishness of her love, but it was now more than a year 
since then, and she was still there, meeting him often with the same 

kindly eyes. Who can tell whether the idea of accepting her as a symbol 
of Philosophy, as the Comforter incarnate, flashed upon him suddenly 
or came to him slowly ? 'L' identita dell' ufficio, per cos' dire, produsse 
da principio una parziale compenetrazione e piu tardi una fusione di 

quelle figure misericordiose' says Chistonil. The fact is that in 

August of this year he became convinced for the first time that that 
Love which he had formerly thought of as defending the memory of 

Beatrice, was in the company of this pitying lady, and that therefore 
she was bound to overcome all resistance; for the first time his reason 

began to yield. 
It was, I think, the idea of identifying the 'donna gentile' with 

Philosophy, that caused his reason to begin to yield. For, conceived of 
as Philosophy, she was no longer a dangerous temptress, no longer the 

adversary of reason. The intelligences of Venus, who, powerless to 

preserve love for souls who have departed this life, had, it seemed to 

him, transferred his love from the dead to the living woman (Convivio 
II, 9), and just as Beatrice had been, upon earth, a miraculous representa- 
tive of divine grace, so this lady, who was offering herself for his 

consolation, just when Philosophy had begun to comfort him, might, 
in some equally miraculous way, be a true incarnation of Philosophy. 
When this idea occurred to him it seemed to show, at last, a way out of 
the quandary from which he had hitherto been unable to escape; it 

brought with it the prospect of relief from remorse and internal struggle; 
it promised to secure for him peace and happiness. 

We have seen that August 1293 is the date when he became 

1 La Seconda Fase del Pensiero Dantesco. Livorno: Giusti, 1903, pp. 216-17. 
G. Zuccante repeats the expression in Fra il Pensiero Antico e il Moderno, Milano, Hoepli, 
1905, pp. 232-3. 
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completely enamoured of Philosophy; that it is the date when the 
'donna gentile' began to become reasonably acceptable to him; that 
it is the date when he wrote Voi che intendendo, in which poem the 
'donna gentile' first appears as Philosophy. It must then, I think, be 
the date when the idea of identifying the lady with Philosophy first 
occurred to him. Truly a memorable date! and one worthy to be 
recorded at the beginning of the full account of the story, with the 

dignity of astronomical precision. It was then that he expressed his 
new idea and the certainty of his yielding to Love and Philosophy at 
the same time, the two miraculously united in one person, with the 
words: 'Amor, signor verace,-Ecco 1' ancella tua; fa che ti piace.' 
He knew that his readers would not understand, that they would 

suppose he was announcing a new and not altogether creditable change 
of affection (Convivio I, 13), but he was content, for he was hugging to 
his heart the hidden meaning, the solution which was to satisfy his 
heart, mind, and conscience. 

But, it will perhaps be said, granted that the idea described did 

really occur to the poet, would not he, in moments of cool reflexion, 
have rejected it as sophistry, as a mere excuse to accept what his 
heart desired, just as, in the Vita Nuova, he had rejected the plausible 
argument that love for the 'donna gentile' was the same as love for 
Beatrice? The answer is that the idea which he was now adopting 
was not another, but a development of that thought which he had 

formerly rejected as sophistry. It was the same thought ('gentil 
pensero') which had since gathered strength from reflexion on the 
simultaneous appearance of the comforting lady and Philosophy the 
comforter. He had only failed before to see what now he saw: that 
she was Philosophy, and that therefore Love had always been with her, 
and reason was bound to accept her. But there is more: let us not 

forget that when he was composing the Vita Nuova, with his new view 
of the character of Beatrice had come a new and astonishing insight 
into the significance of all the events of his young life that were con- 
nected with her. He had seen that his first sonnet contained an 
unconscious prophecy of her early death; that his loves for the 'donne 
dello schermo' had been really expedients of Love to protect from 
vulgarity his relations with Beatrice; that some of his verses written 
for those ladies contained curious references to his real love; that his 
vision of Beatrice preceded by Giovanna Primavera had been symbolic 
of their proper relation to each other. Above all he had been astounded 
by the coincidence of nines in the dates of events in his young life, and 
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had set himself to deduce, as well as he could, their significance. Now 
to the same mind, the coincidence of the two comforters, and the 

apparent confirmation of the old thought that the attraction of the new 

lady was only another manifestation of his love for Beatrice, would seem 

just as miraculous, just as providential as the coincidences of his 'vita 
nuova.' To a mediaeval scholastic mind a good analogy is a convincing 
argument, and here was analogy upon analogy, each complete in itself. 
And so, says the poet, 'quasi meravigliandomi, apersi la bocca nel parlare 
della proposta canzone' (Convivio II, 13). 

No one, I think, will consider it impossible or even unlikely that 
Dante should pursue at the same time two such absorbing interests 
as love and the study of philosophy. A man's studies and a genuine 
love for a woman are often mutually helpful: they only need to be 
connected by his imagination. In Dante, as we have seen, there were 

particular reasons for the existence of such a connexion, but the phe- 
nomenon has always been familiar. Petrarch and Boccaccio might be 
cited as good examples, and in more modern times one may point to 
another high mind and pure heart not unworthy of the tradition of 
Dante, who has testified repeatedly to the inspiring effect of the happy 
combination of love and study, a necessity to Alfieri: '...... e soltanto 
molti anni dopo mi avvidi, che la mia infelicita proveniva soltanto dal 

bisogno, anzi necessita ch' era in me di avere ad un tempo stesso il 
cuore occupato da un degno atnore, e la mente da un qualche nobile 
lavoro; e ogni qual volta I' una delle due cose mi mancb, io rimasi 
incapace dell' altral.' 

From what has been said it will be seen that I regard Voi che 
'intendendo as the necessary connecting link between the Vita Nuova 
and the Convivio, in the chain of events and ideas of which the episode 
of the 'donna gentile' consists. In the Vita Nuova the lady is real; in 
the 'canzone' she is both reality and symbol, and here symbol and 
reality are equally important. In the Convivio the poet is obliged by 
his scrupulousness to explain her as both reality and symbol (had he 
had no conscience, and if his contemporaries could have been persuaded, 
he might well have so adjusted dates and information as to represent 
her as being but a symbol even in the Vita Nuova); yet when he has 
fulfilled his duty to the truth, by continuing the narrative of the earlier 
work and explaining the change by which his love for the 'donna 
gentile' had become 'perfetto,' he turns with relief and pleasure to 
the expounding of the symbol which was now far more important 

1 Vita di Vittorio Alfieri ecc., Firenze, Le Monnier, 1893, p. 64. 

22-2 
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to him, far truer, than the reality. For these reasons the 'donna 

gentile' in the Convivio is much more symbolic than real. 

The temptation is strong to go on to speak of other matters con- 
nected with the subject of this essay: to discuss the other allegorical 
poems, especially Amor che nella mente, and the relation of the sonnets 
Parole mie and 0 dolci rime to Voi che intendendo, but I should be 
drawn into the question of the arrangement and interpretation of a 

large part of the 'canzoniere,' a problem which is in better hands than 
mine. I shall allow myself only a few words more, regarding the signi- 
ficance of the rebuke administered to Dante by Beatrice in Purgatorio 
xxx, xxxI, and XXXIII. It does not seem necessary to review the 

controversy on this question. I hold that the truth has been elicited 
that, as Barbi says', the offence for which the poet is reproved is one, 
namely that after the death of Beatrice he set his heart on worldly 
things. The whole matter is summed up in his confession: 'Le presenti 
cose col falso lor piacer volser miei passi,-Tosto che il vostro viso si 
nascose' (Purgatorio xxxi, 34-36). Under this head are included the 
two specific faults, that he had yielded to another and an earthly love, 
who was not, like Beatrice, a simple, unworldly inspiration of heavenly 
thoughts, and that he had devoted himself to the elusive pursuit of 

earthly wisdom, instead of trusting to the divine revelation for guidance2. 
As for the still prevalent opinion that the chief part of Dante's offence 
was sensual indulgence ('lussuria'), that has long seemed to me some- 
what exaggerated. If he is still guilty of that sin, and if he is still 

charged with it by Beatrice, it hides its unimportance under the ex- 

pression 'o altra vanita di si breve uso' (Purgatorio xxxI, 60). That 
Beatrice is speaking of Dante's yielding to a living human temptation 
is evident from her mentioning the delight of 'le. belle membra in ch' 
io Rinchiusa fui, e sono in terra sparte' as opposed to the attraction 
of the other 'cosa mortale.' It is not possible, however, to suppose 

1 Cf. his review of Scrocca, I1 Peccato di Dante, in Bull. d. St. Dant. It. ix, pp. 30 f. 
2 Purgatorio xxx, 122-3: ' Mostrando gli occhi giovinetti a lui, Meco il menava in 

dritta parte volto.' The eyes of Beatrice are possibly the Old and New Testaments; 
cf. Paradiso v, 76-8 and 82-4: ' Avete il vecchio e ii nuovo Testamento, E il pastor della 
Chiesa che vi guida: Questo vi basti a vostro salvamento....Non fate come agnel che 
lascia il latte Della sua madre, e semplice e lascivo Seco medesmo a suo piacer combatte.' 
The eyes of the' donna gentile' (Philosophy) are ' le sue dimostrazioni, colle quali si vede 
la Verita certissimamente' (Convivio in, 15). Filomusi Guelfi in Gionz. Dant. xvII, 230, 
argues that in'Purgatorio xxx, 126: 'Questi si tolse a me e diessi altrui,' altrui cannot 
refer to the 'donna gentile' because it cannot be feminine. My own impression is that 
altrui means to another person, with the necessary implication that that person is feminine. 
This use of the word is similar to that in Inferno xxx, 41: 'Falsificandb se in altrui 
forma,' and Guelfi's explanation of this latter sentence seems to me anything but satis- 
factory. Cf. also Petrarca, Son. Pace non trovo: 'Ed 6 in odio me stesso, ed amo altrui.' 
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that he is being so thoroughly humiliated for an error which lasted 

only a few days ('alquanti die'), after which he had returned to Beatrice 
with a noble and impulsive enthusiasm. No, he had wandered again: 
'Ne impetrare ispirazion mi valse, Con le quali ed in sogno ed altrimenti 
Lo rivocai'; vain had been the 'forte immaginazione' in which she had 

appeared to him with all the beauty of her early youth, vain the 
'mirabil visione' when he had seen her in such guise as was beyond 
expression. 'Non ti dovea gravar le penne in giuso, Ad aspettar piu 
colpi, o pargoletta.......' 

On the other hand it is equally evident that the 'via non vera' 
was a way of the mind as well as of the heart: 'SI tosto come in sulla 

soglia fui Di mia seconda etade, e mutai vita,' says Beatrice, and Dante 
confesses: 'Tosto che il vostro viso si nascose, ecc.' What offence had 
he committed so soon after her death, except that of seeking comfort 
in human philosophy, and pursuing it so eagerly that 'in picciol tempo, 
forse di trenta mesi' the love of it 'cacciava e distruggeva ogni altro 

pensiero'? The fact that the offence was chiefly intellectual and 

spiritual is abundantly shown, I think, by the additional rebuke in 

Purgatorio xxxIII, 85-90: 

'Perchb conoschi,' disse, 'quella scuola 
Ch' hai seguitata, e veggi sua dottrina 
Come pub seguitar la mia parola; 
E veggi vostra via dalla divina 
Distar cotanto, quanto si discorda 
Da terra il ciel che pii alto festina.' 

The most significant feature of the whole episode is, to me, that 
just as Dante, in Voi che intendendo and in the prose of the Convivio, 
represents as one experience his surrender to the 'donna gentile' and 
his conversion to the love of Philosophy, so does Beatrice in her 
rebuke2. 

The growth of Dante's philosophical knowledge, the fascination of 
which he describes to us in the Convivio, was accompanied by an insight 

1 Parodi (Bull. d. St. Dant. It. xvi, pp. 283-4) believes that these words have nothing to 
do with Dante's philosophical studies, and apply only to the question of imperial authority 
which Beatrice had been elucidating: ' la via tanto distante dalla divina quanto la terra 
dal Primo Mobile 6 quella dei teorici della supremazia papale,' but cf. Barbi in Bull. d. 
St. Dant. It. ix, p. 33. The words of vv. 67-9: ' E se stati non fossero acqua d' Elsa Li 
pensier vani intorno alla tua mente, E il piacer loro un Piramo alia gelsa,' seem to 
describe Dante's mental condition in general, not only his mental attitude regarding the 
question in hand, and the word 'parola' of v. 83, repeated in v. 87, seems to mean 
the words of Beatrice in general and not only the ' detto' of v. 75. 

2 Cf. Salvadori: Sulla Vita Giovanile di Dante, Roma, Soc. Editr. Dante Alighieri, 
p. 100: 'Questa vana curiosita degli occhi era tutt' uno con 1' eccessiva curiosita della 
mente.' 
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into the use of allegory, which showed him how little of the truth con- 
tained in sacred and profane literature was accessible to the unlearned. 
It seems likely that he was, at one time, tending toward a belief that 
truth ('verith'), and consequently access to God, was largely the 

monopoly of an intellectual aristocracy: an essentially un-Christian 
doctrine. To study philosophy and become learned is no sin, but to 
become absorbed in human learning, to the exclusion of all other 

thoughts, and to prefer it as a means for obtaining truth, to the simpler 
means devised by God, is a fundamental error'. This tendency (which 
he seems never to have carried to a logical conclusion) was of a kind 
calculated to promote a worldly attitude of mind, which, in its turn, 

probably led,-considering the poet's social and political surroundings,- 
to a practically irreligious life somewhere between 1293 and 1300. The 

Convivio, written years after the crisis of 1300 (when he had turned to 

grope after the 'diritta via' which had been 'smarrita'), naturally 
contains no trace of an intellectual ideal that was less than religious2. 
This, however, seems to have been the tendency of which, with its 

consequences, he repented: the 'via non vera,' for choosing which he 
is so severely reproved by Beatrice. His having deserted her for 
another woman was only a concomitant of the whole vicious tendency, 
decidedly less important. And nevertheless that desertion was so 

really a part of the intellectual direction he had begun to take soon 
after her death, that she does not refrain from mentioning it as part of 
his offence. 

I am convinced that in the Convivio Dante does not contradict 

himself, and that he does not contradict what he has already said in 
the Vita Nuova. The information he gives us in his commentary on 

1 Cf. the words of the eagle in Paradiso xix, 64-6 and 82-4: ' Lume non e, se non 
vien dal sereno Che non si turba mai, anzi e tenebra, Od ombra della carne, o suo veleno.' 
' Certo a colui che meco s' assotiglia, Se la scrittura sopra voi non fosse, Da dubitar 
sarebbe a maraviglia.' Cf. especially the words of Beatrice in Paradiso xxix, 85-93, 
where she confutes particular errors of philosophers on earth, and then rebukes their 
general tendency: 'Voi non andate gih per un sentiero Filosofando; tanto vi trasporta 
L' amor dell' apparenza e il suo pensiero I Ed ancor questo quasse si comporta Con men 
disdegno, che quando e posposta La divina scrittura, o quando e torta. Non vi si pensa 
quanto sangue costa Seminarla nel mondo, e quanto piace Chi umilmente con essa 
s' accosta.' In his examination on Faith (Par. xxiv) Dante quotes no philosopher, but 
only the scriptures, and of. vv. 89-96: Questa cara gioia, Sopra la quale ogni virtil si 
fonda, Onde ti venne?' Ed io: ' La larga ploia Dello Spirito Santo, ch' e diffusa In su 
le vecchie e in au le nuove cuoia, E sillogismo che la m' ha conchiusa Acutamente si, che, 
inverso d' ella, Ogni dimostrazion mi pare ottusa.' So when he is examined on Hope, 
(Par. xxv): only in regard to Charity (Par. xxvi), does he quote Aristotle. 

2 Unless it be the sentence at the end of Conv. ixi 14: 'Onde la nostra buona fede ha 
sua origine' etc. which seems to ascribe to Philosophy a part more important than that 
of a mere aid to faith (cf. Convivio mI, 7 and 8). 
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Voi che intendendo can be summarized in an inartistic but more obvious 
form, as follows: 

In Convivio II, 2 he says to his readers: 'I am now as reverently 
and affectionately devoted to the memory of Beatrice as I ever was' 

('quella Beatrice beata...vive...in terra colla mia anima'), [and he 

might have added that she was more to him now than she had ever 
been before]. ' But as many of you know, I wrote the "canzone" Voi 
che intendendo, in praise of that noble lady whom I mentioned at the 
end of the Vita Nuova. That lady whom I had previously rejected, 
in 1291, appeared to me in August of 1293 with Love as her sponsor 
for the first time, and appealed to my reason in such a way as to cause 
me to reconsider my former resistance ('apparve primamente accom- 

pagnata d'Amore...e prese alcun luogo nella mia mente'). You will 
remember that, as I said in the Vita Nuova, it was her dignified 
kindness ('gentilezza') rather than my own choice, that caused me 
to yield to her, for she seemed so full of pity for my desolate condition 
that first my eyes and then my heart were so affected that all my 
symipathies went out to her. But love cannot grow to its full height 
and perfection in so short a time as the few days after our first meeting, 
during which I was charmed, but misjudged and refused her. ('Ma 
perocche non subitamente nasce amore e fassi grande e viene perfetto 
ecc.') Time and reflexion are needed, especially when one is full of 

conflicting thoughts. When I understood that she was truly accom- 

panied by Love, my reason was partly persuaded, but it still withheld 
its final consent. Before this love could become perfect, a struggle 
was still required between the thoughts that argued in favour of the 

lady and my reluctance to take the decisive step. The city was taken, 
but the citadel still held out ('tenea ancora la rocca della mia mente'; 
cf. Convivio II, 7: 'ancora 1' ultima sentenza della mente, lo consenti- 
mento cioe, si tenea ecc.'). However, the continual sight of her,-for 
I continued to see her often,-so caused the memory of my former love 
to fade, that there could be no doubt as to what the end would be. 

('E il soccorso dinanzi ciascuno di crescea,-che far non potea 1' altro.') 
And so, foreseeing my complete surrender, I sought relief for my emotions 
in the "canzone" which I am now explaining, and addressed myself to 
the intelligences of Venus, for I now knew whence came the victory 
of the new thought which was completely mastering me. ('Dirizzai la 
voce mia in quella parte onde procedeva la vittoria del nuovo pensiero, 
che era vittoriosissimo').' In Convivio ii, 7 and 8, he gives additional 

explanations, and in II, 9 he says: 'It was only natural that the 
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intelligences of Venus, who are unable to inspire love in a living being 
for one that is dead, should transfer this love of mine to a living 
object.' 

In Convivio II, 13 he begins to expound the allegory, and so is free 
to give a still fuller explanation. He says: 'Some time after I had 
lost the first delight of my soul, I sought comfort in the book of 
Boethius to whom Philosophy had appeared as a comforter, and in 
that work of Cicero in which he speaks of the consoling power of 

Philosophy. I began to imagine her as just such a noble lady as the 
one I have spoken of already, who appeared to offer me consolation 
a year after the death of Beatrice. After I had been studying for 
about thirty months, I became completely absorbed in my love of 

Philosophy, and it was then that I wrote Voi che intendendo, the 

poem in which I show myself to be on the point of yielding to that 

lady who is, according to the true, that is the allegorical, sense, 
Philosophy herself. In this sense, that is the allegorical, I represent 
myself as turning away from the natural love of woman to a better, 
higher love. But I could not expect my readers to understand the 
true meaning of the poem, and when I wrote it I was content that 

they should understand only the literal meaning, which I have already 
explained in full. But I repeat that I composed that poem for that 

lady who is no less than the daughter of God, the queen of everything, 
most noble and beautiful Philosophy.' And in Convivio II, 16 he adds: 
'It was right that I should turn from a love that was inferior,-no 
matter how worthy,-to one that was so far superior as is philosophic 
love superior to sexual love.' 

So far Dante. If I might venture to put into the mouth of the 

poet not only what he says, but also what he implies by placing the 
literal and the allegorical interpretations side by side, the one after the 
other, I should represent him as saying: 'You have read the literal 

interpretation first, and then the more important allegorical interpreta- 
tion, and so you will see that the time when, after about thirty months 
of study, I became enamoured of Philosophy, is the same time when 

my reason began to approve of the noble lady whom it had formerly 
despised. The literal explanation by itself will have shown you that 

my love for her was no ignoble passion, and the allegorical will show 
you that I did not disloyally abandon Beatrice for her. For my reason 
would never have consented to that change, had it been a change 
merely from one woman to another, but since my new mistress was not 
only a woman but Philosophy herself, and this my second love was 
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obviously superior to my first sexual love, my reason could not but 
consent to the change, however reluctantly.' 

This is how I, guided by those who have gone before me (and I have 
not even mentioned some of the greatest-the pioneers), understand 
Dante's account of his relations with the 'gentile donna.' His ex- 

planation is straightforward, he does not disguise the facts, but his 

argument is specious, and of that, I think, he is already uncomfortably 
aware. Where, at any rate, is that argument when he stands before 
Beatrice, 'regalmente proterva'? Does it then occur to him to say: 
'That lady was not only a woman but Philosophy to me, and, under- 
stood in its true sense, my love for her was philosophic love whence all 
truth is derived'? No; to the direct question: Guilty or not guilty 
of preferring the love of a mortal woman to the memory of mine, of 

preferring human casuistry to truth revealed by God? he answers 

faintly: 'Si.' 
J. E. SHAW. 

BALTIMORE, MD. U.S.A. 
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